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Abstract
In this essay I set out to offer a new interpretation of rural monasticism in Late Antiquity. 
The commonsensical understanding of the monk is of a holy man who played a key role 
in shaping the rural landscapes of Late Antique Levant. I want to suggest a distinction 
between the holy man, usually presented as a living saint in hagiographic literature, and 
the monk, who was a product of rural society and an integral part of the human land-
scape in the countryside. As a result, I offer a fresh look at monasticism as an organic 
component of the rural landscape and at the rural monk as a domestic villager rather 
than a revered role model for society.
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The predominance of the Holy Man, therefore, marked out Late Antiquity 
as a distinct phase of religious history. The classical period conjures up the 
image of a great temple; the Middle Ages, of a Gothic cathedral. In between, 
it is the portraits that strike the imagination, the icons of the holy men, the 
austere features of the philosophers, the ranks of staring faces in frescoes 
and mosaics.1
1    Peter Brown, “The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity.” Journal of Roman 
Studies 61 (1971): 100.
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 Introduction
In his study from 1971, Peter Brown noted that the relations between monks 
and the rural society in which they resided followed a patron-client pattern. 
Though the village monk differed from the Roman patron in many aspects, as 
a holy man to be admired, he acted not as an ordinary component of society 
but as an exemplar who was accepted as the representative of Christ, as Brown 
stressed twelve years later.2 Twenty-five years after his first article on the “holy 
man,” he claimed, in a conclusive study, that he “had unwittingly colluded with 
the hagiographic texts themselves that presented the holy man in dramatic, 
epic terms.”3 Brown was not, however, necessarily referring to the actual lives 
of people but rather to perceptions of holiness and power roles encoded in 
the prevailing Christian culture. Brown’s compelling arguments about the 
holy man and his construction of that figure as a homogeneous and unified 
phenomenon dominated the field in the 1970s. One should not underestimate 
his continuing influence on the way we perceive and analyze this phenom-
enon. As time has passed, however, our perception has undergone changes 
that some consider significant and others consider nuances. Brown’s percep-
tion of the holy man as a charismatic authority was challenged by scholars 
who, while accepting his structural assumptions about the dominance of the 
holy man in late antique society, took a subtler view of his place in society. 
Among these scholars are Susan Ashbrook Harvey, who suggested that the holy 
man—exemplified in her studies by the Stylites—defined the collective pre-
sentation of Christian salvation through rituals and liturgy,4 and Claudia Rapp, 
who emphasized the “spiritual family” to which the holy man was not only an 
exemplar but in which he was a member.5
Most of the anecdotes in the hagiographic literature describe the monks 
as “dazzling beacons” of Christian society,6 sometimes depicting them as 
2    Peter Brown, “The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity.” Representations 2 (1983): 1-25.
3    Brown, “Rise and Function of the Holy Man”: 370.
4    Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “The Sense of a Stylite: Perspectives on Simeon the Elder.” Vigiliae 
Christianae 42 (1988): 376-394, and “The Stylite’s Liturgy: Ritual and Religious Identity in Late 
Antiquity.” Journal of Early Christian Studies 6/3 (1998): 523-539.
5    Claudia Rapp, “ ‘For Next to God, You Are My Salvation’: Reflection on the Rise of the Holy 
Man in Late Antiquity.” In The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages: 
Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown, ed. J. Howard-Johnston and P.A. Hayward (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999): 63-82.
6    Leah Di Segni, “Monk and Society: The Case of Palestine.” In The Sabaite Heritage in the 
Orthodox Church from the Fifth Century to the Present, ed. Joseph Patrich (Leuven: Peeters, 
2001): 31.
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part of rural society in their domestic surroundings, as in the following 
anecdote in John Moschus’ Spiritual Meadow, written at the beginning of the 
seventh century:
Ptolemais is a city of Phoenicia. There is a village nearby called Parasema 
in which there resided a great elder. He had a disciple named John who 
was also great and who excelled in obedience. One day the elder sent 
the disciple to perform a task for him, giving him a little bread to sus-
tain him on the way. The disciple went and completed the task and then 
came back, bringing the bread with him, untouched. When the elder saw 
the bread, he said to him: “Why did you not eat any of the bread I gave 
you, my child?” Making an act of obeisance, the disciple said to the elder: 
“Forgive me, father, but when you blessed me and dismissed me, you did 
not say I was to eat of the bread; and that is why I did not eat it.” Amazed 
at the disciple’s discernment, the elder gave him his blessing. After the 
death of this elder, a vision from God appeared to the brother (who had 
just concluded a forty-day fast) which said to him: “Whatever you lay 
your hand on, it shall be healed.” When morning came, by the providence 
of God a man arrived, bringing his wife who had a cancer of the breast. 
The man besought to heal his wife. The brother replied: “I am a sinful 
man and unworthy of such an undertaking.” The woman’s husband con-
tinued to beg him to accede to his request and to have pity on his wife. 
So the brother laid his hand on the diseased part and sealed it with the 
sign of the cross and she was immediately healed. From that time on God 
performed many signs through him, not only in his time, but also after 
his death.7
Moschus emphasizes the righteousness of the young monk and his holy man’s 
parrhesia that apparently assisted him in curing the woman. More intrigu-
ing and germane to the current context is the less-visited aspect of this story; 
beyond the miraculous atmosphere or the religious exemplary note, these two 
monks are well rooted in the mundane life of their village community.
The human landscape apparent in this hagiographic anecdote depicts rural 
monasticism in its dual manifestation. On the one hand, the man is a local 
monk, living with his fellow peasants, probably in his birth village, with the 
same livelihood his neighbors had; on the other hand, he is a local, rural “holy 
man,” abounding in charisma and offering his parrhesia to the people of his 
7    Ioannes Moschus, “Pratum spirituale 56.” Patrologia Graeca, 87/3: 2909-2912; J. Wortley, The 
Spiritual Meadow (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1992): 44-45.
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community. There seems to be a hidden tension between the two monastic 
manifestations in the same person: John, the local monk, a village dweller, who 
denies his saintly powers and prefers to live an anonymous life in the village, 
and the “other self,” who is the product of the hagiographic style and goals, 
practiced by John Moschus in his journey through the “spiritual meadows” of 
the Levant.
Below, we will confront the two manifestations reflected in Moschus’ 
anecdote and will argue that a distinction is needed between the holy man, 
whose sanctity and reverence was a product of the hagiographic literature, 
and the monk, as a socially established role that was a product mostly of rural 
Christianity and an integral part of the human landscape in the countryside. We 
do not ignore the importance of hagiography as a tool for comprehending the 
role of monasticism in late antique society, but hagiography needs to be read 
and supported by other written sources and especially by new data obtained 
from surveys and archaeological excavations in the Levant in recent decades. 
It appears that hagiography is much more than a literary genre reflecting reli-
gious morals and conduct of the monk; it also carries with it, and was surely 
constructed from, the actual lived experience of monasticism.8 Following 
Brown’s intricate and changing approach to his canonical construction of the 
holy man, this paper argues that, in rural communities, holy man and monk 
were in many senses interdependent and interchangeable phenomena; that is, 
rural monks who were considered by their own communities as “exemplars” 
did not eschew work.9 Moreover, rural monks not only worked but were rooted 
in the lay community, their village. Taking this idea further, the premise here is 
that monasteries were an integral part of the rural landscape and society.
1 Monks and Villages in the Limestone Massif
Syrian monasticism is known to have introduced some of the extreme forms 
of asceticism. These forms are described by Syrian writers such as Theodoret 
of Cyrrhus and Ephrem, who tell the story of the beginnings of Syrian and 
Mesopotamian monasticism and associate the Christian monastic tradition 
with some widely admired anchorites. Initially asceticism in Syria seems to 
8    For the use of hagiography as a source for the quotidian social role of the monk in society, see 
Brown, “Rise and Function”: 356-357.
9    Cam Grey, Constructing Communities in the Late Roman Countryside (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011): 46.
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have developed without the direct influence of Egyptian asceticism.10 They 
were based on similar concepts, which involved the seclusion of the ascetic, 
his perceived holiness, and his complete abandonment of ordinary life.11 One 
of the most celebrated Syrian ascetics was Simeon Stylites, whose pillar stood 
not far from Antioch. Simeon’s life is well documented by hagiographers; he 
is one of the few holy men whose sainthood was recorded during his life-
time.12 Simeon, whose popularity is attested in sources from the mid-fifth cen-
tury, became even more popular after his death, when his pillar turned into 
an important pilgrim destination.13 Simeon and other ascetics from northern 
Syria, some of whom imitated the “pillar saint” and became stylitai themselves, 
presented a picture of the ascetic monks in Syria as dominant figures and 
holy men in Syrian Christian society.14 Studying Syrian monasticism through 
the lens of Syrian hagiography alone can, however, distort one’s understand-
ing of the overall picture of monastic life in Syria, especially in the limestone 
massif in northwestern Syria, home to Simeon and other celebrated secluded 
“holy men.”
10    Although Egypt was the cradle of both monastic behavior and hagiographic literature, 
the Egyptian rural landscape and the character of rural societies along the Nile differed 
from those of Syria, Phoenicia, Arabia, and Palestine. A comparative study of Egyptian 
rural monasticism is much desired, but this short essay seems too broad a framework 
for such an effort. For further reading on Egyptian rural monasticism, see J.E. Goehring, 
“Pachomius and the Development of Village Monasticism in Upper Egypt.” Harvard 
Theological Review 89 (1996): 267-285; Ewa Wipszycka, “Moines et communautés monas-
tiques en Egypte, ive-viiie siècles.” Journal of Juristic Papyrology, Suppl. 11 (Warsaw: 
Raphael Taubenschlag Foundation, 2009): 471-566.
11    For the development of early asceticism in Syria, see Arthur Vööbus, History of Asceticism 
in the Syrian Orient. Vol. 2: Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 14 (Louvain: 
Secrétariat du Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, 1958): 14-41, and Sebastian 
P. Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism.” Numen 20 (1973): 9-12.
12    On Simeon, his pillar, and stylite monasticism in general, see David T.M. Frankfurter, 
“Stylites and Phallobates: Pillar Religions in Late Antique Syria.” Vigiliae Christianae 44 
(1990): 168-198; Charles M. Stang, “Digging Holes and Building Pillars: Simeon Stylites and 
the ‘Geometry’ of Ascetic Practice.” Harvard Theological Review 103 (2010): 447-470.
13    It appears that the pillar was a pilgrimage destination even during Simeon’s life, as made 
clear by Theodoret in the chapter he dedicated to the holy man in his Historia religiosa. 
For a thorough description of the pilgrim center in Dayr Simʿān and its archaeology, 
see Georges Tchalenko, Villages antiques de la Syrie du nord (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1953), I: 
223-276.
14    The studies of Ashbrook Harvey on the liturgy of the stylites contribute significantly to 
the understanding of the place of the holy man in Syrian society; see her Stylite Liturgy, 
524-527.
750 Ashkenazi
jesho 57 (2014) 745-765
Since George Tchalenko published his survey in the 1950s, many studies by 
other scholars have added important insights to our understanding of rural 
landscapes in late antique Syria. Tchalenko identified the vast spread of mon-
asteries in rural areas, which he attributed to the status of the holy men who 
left a deep imprint in hagiographies and other literary sources from the fifth 
to the seventh centuries.15 This approach, which is shared by historians such 
as Peter Brown, is more than plausible. As Tchalenko has argued persuasively, 
it still does not clarify the relations between the monasteries and the villages, 
which, like the monasteries, benefited from the prosperity of the rural Levant 
in late antiquity. Kennedy and Liebeschuetz took a step forward in interpreting 
the reality in late antique rural Syria, suggesting that “the economic organiza-
tion which had previously been in the hands of urban magnates had partly 
passed into the hands of men living in villages, and especially to monasteries.”16 
Surveys that followed the work of Tchalenko showed major growth in the num-
ber of farmsteads, which indicates economic prosperity, challenging earlier 
assumptions concerning the decline of settlements at the beginning of the 
seventh century.17 The later studies showed a process that began in the mid-
third century and reached its peak in the age of Justinian, in the mid-sixth 
century. This process is demonstrated by the appearance of fine houses in the 
villages, sometimes with two or even three stories, and by the richness of the 
churches built on the initiative of the rural elite that developed in these areas 
from the fourth to the seventh centuries. The economic growth, as Tchalenko 
has already noted, was mainly a result of the expansion of the olive-oil and 
wine markets, both foreign and domestic.18
The surveys of the limestone massif suggest that the construction of mon-
asteries in the rural area was part of this boom. These surveys also show that 
15    See the list of monasteries in Tchalenko, Villages antiques, 3: 86-106.
16    Hugh Kennedy, and John H.W.G. Liebeschuetz, “Antioch and the Villages of Northern 
Syria in the Fifth and Sixth Centuries A.D.: Trends and Problems.” Nottingham Medieval 
Studies 32 (1988): 87.
17    Jean-Pierre Sodini et al., “Déhès (Syrie du nord), Campagnes i-iii (1976-1978): Recherches 
sur l’habitat rural.” Syria 57 (1980): 1-304, and Georges Tate, Les campagnes de la Syrie du 
nord, i (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1992). For an analysis of the monastery at Deir Dehes, espe-
cially its agricultural-industrial function, see Jean-Luc Biscop, Deir Dehes, Monastere d’ 
Antiochene: Etude architecturale (Beirut: Institut Français d’Archéologie du Proche Orient, 
1997): 20-25.
18    Michael McCormick, Origins of the European Economy, Communications and Commerce, 
a.d. 300-900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001): 33-5; Chris Wickham, 
Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400-800 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005): 443-449.
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monasteries were an integral part of rural society in northwestern Syria, and, 
although some of the villages were abandoned, many of the monasteries 
continued to function after the Muslim conquest.19 This state of affairs was 
probably the result of the economic and social power of the monastic net-
work, which helped them survive, even after the villages were abandoned. The 
character of the rural settlements in northwestern Syria seems to indicate that 
most of the villagers were free peasants,20 so we can assume that the monas-
teries were built on village land, mainly as private initiatives by the villagers.21 
It is also possible, however, that the monasteries were built on village lands by 
ecclesiastical and imperial or provincial officials.22
Hull’s study, which collected information from many surveys conducted 
over the last seven decades, identifies 141 sites that met some of the criteria of 
a monastery; 61 of them met all the criteria and can be defined with certainty 
as such. Of the certain monasteries, 80 percent were located within a radius of 
no more than two kilometers from the village, and 50 percent were within less 
than one kilometer from the village limits.23 Following Hull and adding to his 
insightful survey, it may be suggested that this spatiality implies the existence 
of a connection and an ongoing relationship between monasteries and nearby 
villages. There are several examples of clusters of monastic compounds situ-
ated near villages: the village of Burj Sarakhta included seven compounds that 
were identified as “monastic”; the village of Burj Jalahah had five monasteries 
in a radius of 500 meters; the village of Burj al Miʿaz had three monasteries 
19    Tate, Les Campagnes: 335-342; U. Simonsohn, “The Christians whose Force is Hard: Non-
Ecclesiastical Judicial Authorities in the Early Islamic Period.” Journal of the Economic and 
Social History of the Orient 53 (2010): 590-593.
20    Y. Hirschfeld, “The Expansion of Rural Settlements during the Fourth-Fifth Centuries C.E. 
in Palestine.” In Les Villages dans l’empire Byzantine (ive, xve siècle), ed. Jacques Lefort, 
Cécile Morrisson, and Jean-Pierre Sodini (Paris: Lethielleux, 2005): 523-537; D. Hull, 
“A Spatial and Morphological Analysis of Monastic Sites in the Northern Limestone 
Massif, Syria.” Levant 40 (2008): 105-106.
21    See P. Charanis, “The Monastic Properties and the State in the Byzantine Empire.” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 4 (1948): 53.
22    Such, for instance, were the monasteries that were built on the private property of the 
empress Eudocia in Palestine. One was built in a village called Ganta, north of Jerusalem, 
and the other near the town of Eleutheropolis. See Iohannes Rufus, Pleruphoria, ed. 
François Nau, Patrologia Orientalis, 8/1: 39-41, 60-61.
23    Hull, “Spatial”: 91-5.
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equidistant from each other; and there were four monasteries equidistant from 
the village of Burj Akkush.24
The plan of some surveyed villages in northwestern Syria reveals a pattern 
of co-existence of village and monastery. In Kharab Shams, whose monumen-
tal church still stands in its original dimensions, the monastery was built on 
the hillside, just 100 meters above the village. In Brad, the monastery was built 
700 meters from the center of the large ancient village of Kaparbarada, and 
in Batrash, at the foot of Jabal Dueili, a small monastery was located less than 
1.5 kilometers from the village and was probably built around a stylite monk’s 
column.25 In Deir Simaʿan, excluding the pilgrimage center in nearby Qalat 
Simaʿan, whose characteristics and development are connected to the memo-
rial of St. Simeon Stylites, three monasteries were located within a radius of 
approximately 200 meters of the village center.26 The evidence of monasteries 
that were built around sacred pillars points to the sacred origins of the com-
pound. The stylites were part of the rural landscape in the fifth century and 
gave this landscape a halo of sanctity. Yet, the vast spread of monastic settle-
ments inside the villages or on village lands just outside its boundaries contrib-
uted to the flourishing rural society of which monks were a prominent part.
2 The Letter of the Archimandrites and the Rural Monastic 
Landscape of Southwestern Syria
This presence of monastic settlements inside or very near villages is also evi-
dent in southwestern Syria. Though archaeological excavations and surveys are 
few in this area, we benefit from a unique literary source dated to the second 
half of the sixth century: a letter signed by 137 abbots (ryṣ ḍra in Syriac and 
archimandrites in Greek) from monasteries on the northern edge of the prov-
ince Arabia, the southwestern parts of the province of Phoenicia Libanensis, 
and few from the eastern borders of the province of Phoenicia Maritima. The 
abbots signed—mostly in Syriac—and sent to Orthodox (Monophysite) bish-
ops a declaration of faith. This letter has been discussed by various scholars, 
with an emphasis mostly on language as an indication of the ethnic origin of 
24    See an aerial photo in Hull, “Spatial”: 103 and the details concerning the monasteries in 
the appendix, 110-113.
25    Ignacio Peña, “Pueblo cristiano de la época bizantina en Siria.” In One Land, Many 
Cultures, ed. G.C. Bottini, L. Di Segni, and L.D. Chrupcała (Jerusalem: Franciscan Printing 
Press, 2003): 367-370.
26    Tchalenko, Villages antiques. Vol. 2, plat lxvii.
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these monks, who were generally considered to be of Ghassanid origin. Fergus 
Millar argues that the earliest possible formation of the Ghassanid confedera-
tion was at the beginning of the sixth century ad. While scholars have tended 
to focus on the identity of the monks and the geographical background of the 
letter,27 we should perhaps look further into the relations between village and 
monastery, as the close and reflexive connections between the two are obvious.
The list of the letter’s signatories shows that fourteen villages contained 
more than one monastery within their boundaries, the record holder being the 
village of Dry (modern Darya), with no fewer than ten monasteries! Given that 
this village was on the outskirts of metropolitan Damascus, these monasteries 
can be considered as Damascene and therefore as part of the ecclesiastical 
diocese of the metropolis, but other places, such as Bwswa (four monasteries), 
Gsmyn-Jisem (five monasteries), and Hyna (five monasteries), were villages. 
The letter depicts a unique rural landscape in which small villages, some of 
which were home to no more than a few dozen families, hosted four or five 
monasteries. This gives the village landscape predominantly monastic colors 
and the monks a notably rural appearance.
3 Rural Monasteries in Phoenicia and Palestine
While archaeological data from the villages of the Hauran (the plateau region 
of southern Syria) is sparse, our knowledge of the rural landscape of western 
Galilee, Israel (the southwestern part of the Roman province of Phoenicia 
Paralia) is much more extensive, thanks to archaeological surveys and exca-
vations conducted in recent decades. These surveys have brought to light an 
area that was densely populated in late antiquity, dotted with dozens of rural 
communities whose livelihood was based mainly on the production of oil and 
wine. Like the rural landscapes of northern Syria—and the Hauran, according 
to the letter of the archimandrites—the monasteries (identified in Western 
Galilee) were an integral part of the villages. The gist of the argument here is 
that the monasteries in the rural setting of the western Galilee were not only 
part of the village but were also interdependent.
27    Z.U. Maʿoz, The Ghassānids and the Fall of the Golan Synagogues (Qatzrin: Archaeostyle, 
2008); F. Millar, “Christian Monasticism in Roman Arabia at the Birth of Mahomet.” 
Semitica et Classica 2 (2009): 97-115; R. Hoyland, “Late Roman Provincia Arabia, 
Monophysite Monks and Arab Tribes: A Problem of Center and Periphery.” Semitica et 
Classica 2 (2009): 117-139.
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This proximity and the almost symbiotic relationship are well attested in 
two different excavations in which the names and title (hegoumenos) of the 
abbots appear in inscriptions on the mosaic floors, the first at Shelomi and the 
second in Khirbet el-Shubeika.28 In other cases the monastic compounds were 
located in the vicinity of the village, for example, the village of Khirbet Bata, 
within the boundaries of the modern city of Karmiel.29 The monasteries of 
Khirbet Bata were small structures, located no more than two kilometers from 
the village, and had at least one agricultural-industrial installation (oil presses 
and wine presses) and sometimes two or more. These installations produced 
products in commercial quantities, well beyond the immediate needs of the 
monks, probably for export.30 Another example of a village and its monaster-
ies in this area is the village of Fassuta, which was a central village, according to 
the survey of western Galilee.31 Around the village, within a radius of no more 
than one kilometer, five or six sites were identified as monasteries.32
A few geographic conclusions can be drawn, even at a glance. The most 
important is the apparent proximity between villages and monasteries. Each 
of the villages apparently hosted/supported at least one monastery. We are 
still left with the question of whether or not this proximity implies a deeper 
and more meaningful relationship. At this stage, at least one case study can 
be offered that supports such an assumption. In one of the monasteries near 
the village of Kh. Bata, a small baptistery was recently excavated. It appears 
that the villagers used this baptistery because of the revered status the place 
derived from its connection to the local patron-saint monks. On the other 
hand, no priest is mentioned in the inscriptions on the church’s floor, while a 
28    For Shelomi, see Claudine Dauphin, “A Byzantine Ecclesiastical Farm at Shelomi.” In 
Ancient Churches Revealed, ed. Yoram Tsafrir (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1993): 
43-48; for the identification of the site as a monastery, see Jacob Ashkenazi and Mordechai 
Aviam, “Monasteries, Monks and Villages in Western Galilee in Late Antiquity.” Journal of 
Late Antiquity 5 (2012): 271. For Khirbet el-Shubeika, see Dina Avshalom-Gorni and Ayelet 
Tatcher, “Excavations at Khirbet el-Shubeika.” In Eretz Zafon, ed. Z. Gal, (Jerusalem: Israel 
Antiquities Authority, 2002): 219-345 (Hebrew, English summary). For the church, see 
D. Syon, “A Church from the Early Islamic Period at Khirbat el-Shubeika.” In One Land, 
Many Cultures: 75-82.
29    Ashkenazi and Aviam, “Monasteries”: 287-288.
30    M. Aviam, “Christian Galilee in the Byzantine Period.” In Galilee through the Centuries, ed. 
E.M. Meyers (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1999): 281-300.
31    R. Frankel et al., Settlement Dynamics and Regional Diversity in Ancient Upper Galilee 
(Jerusalem: Israel Antiquities Authority, 2001): 31.
32    Ashkenazi and Aviam, “Monasteries”: 286.
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few deacons and an archdeacon are mentioned more than once.33 The absence 
of a priest from the inscription may indicate the dependence of the monastery 
on the village priests to conduct their liturgical duties. Moreover, in some of 
the churches of the monasteries lay burials are evident. Women and children 
were buried in hewn tombs under the floor, alongside the monks.34 The burial 
of lay people in the monastery can be explained by the strong bond between 
the village and the monastery, even if the deceased belonged to rich families 
that founded the monastery.35
Farther south, in the foothills of southern Samaria and Judaea, another 
rural monastic landscape unfolds. Dozens of monasteries were identified 
and surveyed in this area, and a few have been excavated. It appears that the 
monasteries shared most of the components that have been observed in rural 
monasteries in the regions discussed above.36 One of the excavated monaster-
ies is at Kh. es-Suyyagh, in the Judean plain, halfway between Jerusalem and 
Gaza.37 Analysis of the findings from the digs and surveys conducted in the 
region shows that here, too, the monasteries were located within a short walk-
ing distance from the nearest village, and most of them contained industrial 
facilities whose production exceeded the needs of the local monastic com-
munity.38 These monasteries, in addition to their obvious spiritual and litur-
gical functions, apparently also served as part of the region’s economic and 
industrial infrastructure, thus creating and maintaining complex and lasting 
connections between them and the villages surrounding them. A significant 
example is revealed in Taxel’s analysis of roads leading to and from Jerusalem 
and the Sinai, in which he demonstrates the proximity of at least half a dozen 
monasteries to major pilgrimage routes. His analysis establishes that these 
monasteries were central and crucial to the region’s economy.39
33    Ibid.: 281, 291.
34    Ibid., 282-284.
35    As suggested by H. Goldfus, Tombs and Burials in Churches and Monasteries of Byzantine 
Palestine (324-628 a.d.) (Unpublished PhD diss., Princeton University, 1997): 174-175.
36    I. Taxel, “Rural Monasticism at the Foothills of Southern Samaria and Judaea in the 
Byzantine Period: Asceticism, Agriculture and Pilgrimage.” Bulletin of the Anglo-Israel 
Archaeological Society 26 (2008): 69-70. For the agricultural role of the monasteries in 
rural landscapes in Palestine, see also Mordechai Haiman, “Churches and Agriculture in 
Palestine in the Late Byzantine Period: Results from a Remote Sensing Landscape Project.” 
New Studies on Jerusalem 17 (2012): 403-425 (Hebrew, English summary).
37    I. Taxel, Khirbates-Suyyagh: A Byzantine Monastery in the Judean Shephelah, Salvage 
Excavation Reports 6 (Tel Aviv: Emery and Claire Yass Publications in Archaeology, 2009).
38    Ibid.: 194-195.
39    Ibid.: 68-69.
756 Ashkenazi
jesho 57 (2014) 745-765
Another pattern of rural monasticism is evident in the environs of Gaza. 
Monastic life in this region is illuminated by many written sources. Monks such 
as Hillarion, Isaiah from Egypt, Peter the Iberian, Seridus, Barsanuphius, and 
Dorotheus, bring alive this sacred monastic landscape of the late fifth and early 
sixth centuries in vivid colors. Though they appear in the written sources as 
outstanding “holy men,” living secluded lives in their cells, the rural monastic 
landscape of the area around Gaza appears to have resembled the rural monas-
tic landscapes discussed above. Most of these local luminaries lived in or very 
near the villages. For instance, Hillarion settled near his birthplace, the village 
of Thabatha;40 Peter the Iberian dwelt in the village of Palaea, near Ascalon, 
after returning from exile in Egypt;41 and Abba Isaiah came from Egypt to live 
in the village of Beth Dalatha.42 The literary sources also indicate the con-
nections of the monks to secular society,43 and, while some of the numerous 
churches in the flourishing rural landscape revealed by archaeological surveys 
were village churches, others were identified as monastic. A thorough study 
of this rural landscape will provide a clearer picture of the relations between 
village and monastery.44
South of Gaza, in the Negev Desert, monastic life as part of village life has 
been detected in a few rural settlements.45 Such was the case in the village of 
Nessana, where the exceptional discovery of papyri and inscriptions has shed 
light on village life and the relations between farmers, monks, soldiers, and 
40    Hieronymus, Vita Sancti Hilarionis, 2, Patrologia Latina 23: 29.
41    J. Rufus, The Lives of Peter the Iberian, Theodosius of Jerusalem, and the Monk Romanus, ed. 
and trans. C.B. Horn and R.R. Phenix Jr. (Atlanta: Society for Biblical Literature, 2008): 157.
42    For a conclusive study of these monasteries and many others in the rural surroundings 
of Gaza, see B. Bitton-Ashkeloni and A. Kofsky, “Gazan Monasticism in the Fourth-Sixth 
Centuries: From Anchoritic to Cenobitic.” Proche-Orient Chrétien 50 (2000): 14-62; L. Di 
Segni, “Monastery, City and Village in Byzantine Gaza.” Proche-Orient Chrétien 55 (2005): 
24-51.
43    On the relations between the monks and the rural and urban society in the region, see 
Arieh Kofsky and Bruria Bitton-Ashkeloni, The Monastic School of Gaza (Leiden: Brill, 
2006): 197-212. See also Lucien Regnault, “Moines et laics dans la région de Gaza au vie 
siècle.” In Christian Gaza in Late Antiquity, ed. B. Bitton-Ashkeloni and A. Kofsky (Leiden: 
Brill, 2004): 165-172. For the place of the monk in lay society as reflected in the letters of 
Barsanuphius and John, see Rapp, “ ‘For Next to God”: 73-77.
44    An attempt to identify some of the monasteries known from the literary sources was 
made by Y. Hirschfeld, “The Monasteries of Gaza: An Archaeological Review.” In Christian 
Gaza, ed. Bitton-Ashkeloni and Kofsky: 61-88.
45    For a comprehensive survey on these monasteries, see P. Figueras, “Monks and Monasteries 
in the Negev Desert.” Studium Biblicum Franciscanum, Liber Annuus 45 (1995): 401-450.
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church officials.46 A monk named Victor, son of Sergius, owned land in the 
village, and the abbot of one of the monasteries had lent money to a villager 
who was a soldier.47 But the most clear-cut evidence of the involvement of the 
monks in the village life in Nessana is the dynastic occupancy of the office of 
abbot in the village monasteries, held by the Patricius-Sergius family.48 The 
occupancy of the abbacy by the same family and the involvement of the villag-
ers in monastic life emphasize the role that monasteries played in village life 
in late antiquity in the rural landscapes discussed above. This case is relevant 
to the main contention of this paper: What emerges from these Nessana papyri 
is the ease and naturalness with which a certain villager moves between two 
allegedly different categories and social statuses. He acts simultaneously as an 
abbot and as a respected and influential villager.
In contrast to these rural landscapes, the monastic landscape of the Judean 
Desert is different and well documented in both literature and archaeology.49 
More than sixty monasteries have been identified in surveys and excavations 
conducted in the Judean Desert during the twentieth century. The identifica-
tion of most these monasteries is almost certain, due primarily to the infor-
mation found in the hagiographic literature, especially the writings of Cyril 
of Scythopolis. Cyril’s detailed descriptions came to life when archaeologists 
began to excavate the monastic remains in the “wilderness of Jerusalem.” It is 
clear why the Holy City and its desert would attract holy men from all over the 
empire. The great fathers of the desert in the fifth and sixth centuries—such 
as Euthymius, Sabas, and Theodosius—share a significant place in monastic 
heritage down through the ages, in both Eastern and Western Christendom. 
Though the Judean Desert monks strengthened their ties to their rural and 
46    See a short survey by D. Bar, “Rural Monasticism as a Key Element in the Christianization 
of Byzantine Palestine.” Harvard Theological Review 98 (2005): 56-57.
47    Caspar J. Kraemer, Excavations at Nessana, iii, Non-Literary Papyri (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1958): ns. 37, 56.
48    The dynasty is mentioned in inscriptions and papyri. For some of the inscriptions, see 
G.E. Kirk and C. Bredford Welles, “The Inscriptions.” In Excavations at Nessana I, ed. 
H. Dunscombe Colt (London: British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem, 1962), n. A121, 
B12; for the papyri, see Kraemer, Excavations at Nessana, iii: 44-47, 53. For the monastic 
family in Nessana, see G. Ruffini, “Village Life and Family Power in Late Antique Nessana.” 
Transactions of the American Philological Association 141 (2011): 201-225.
49    See Yizhar Hirschfeld, The Judean Desert Monasteries in the Byzantine Period (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). A comparative study of Judean Desert monasticism 
was published by J. Patrich, Sabas, Leader of Palestinian Monasticism: A Comparative 
Study on Eastern Monasticism, Fourth to Seven Centuries (Dumbarton Oaks Studies, 32) 
(Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1995).
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nomadic neighbors, most of them came from abroad to settle in the desert of 
the Holy City and remained alien to the lay communities, both nomadic and 
rural. Saint Euthymius, who was one of the founders of this monastic colony in 
the early fifth century, lived for some time in a monastery that he built between 
the villages of Capharbaricha and Aristobulias, in the vicinity of Hebron, but 
before long he returned to his journey, which ended with the building of his 
laura close to the road that led from Jericho to Jerusalem.50 Euthymius was 
also involved in converting the Saracens, who came to the Judean Desert from 
the eastern borders of the empire; he persuaded the bishop of Jerusalem, 
Juvenal, to appoint as bishop their philarchos, Asphabetos. Yet Euthymius 
kept his monastery detached from their camp and refused to let them stay near 
his cell.51
These are a few of the many examples of monastic communities in the 
Judean Desert, which differed from other such communities in the Levant 
both in their relations with the surrounding rural society and in their mark on 
the landscape. Consequently, in the case of the Judean Desert monastic com-
munities, we can differentiate between the holy man and the monk. The char-
acter of the desert monks, alien to the local peasants, yet still accepted by them 
as holy men, described so powerfully in writings of Cyril of Scythopolis, con-
trasts sharply with that of the many nameless monks who lived in rural areas, 
dwelling in the villages or in adjacent compounds and engaging in agriculture 
for their livelihood, just like their neighbors and their families in the villages.
4 Agrarian Changes and Rural Monasticism
After reviewing these rural monastic centers, the social and economic factors 
must be traced that led to the distribution of monasteries in rural areas in late 
antiquity. Previous studies on the economy of the later Roman Empire have 
emphasized a decline in the profitability of agriculture from the fourth century 
onward, due to the increased tax burden. According to these studies, this bur-
den led to the abandonment of arable land and reduced the size of the rural 
population.52 In recent years, however, scholars have begun to take a more 
50    Cyrillus of Scythopolitanus, Vita Euthymii: 12-14; Kyrillos von Skythopolis, ed. E. Schwartz 
(Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1939): 22-24.
51    Vita Euthymii: 20-21 [paragraph 10]; 24-25 [paragraph 15].
52    For this approach, see A.H.M. Jones, The Later Roman Empire (Oxford: Blackwell, 1964): 
812; for a later study, using archaeological data but still expressing the opinion that the 
East suffered from an economic decline in the fifth century (due mainly to the Vandal 
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critical approach to the written sources as a tool for understanding economic 
processes, while paying increasing attention to archaeological data. The latter 
reveal quite a different socioeconomic picture of the Levant in late antiquity.53
Tchalenko’s assumptions regarding the prosperity of rural societies in Syria 
were apparently accepted by most scholars, even those who did not approve 
of his research methods. Later surveys and excavations, not only in Syria but 
also in Palestine and Transjordan, have shown that rural society in the Levant 
in late antiquity was much more diverse than it appeared from most of the 
literary sources, mainly hagiographies. These sources pictured rural society 
as dependent, saint-admiring, and indigent, while archaeological research 
painted its background with micro- and macro-economic factors that literary 
sources are unable to supply.54
In the fourth century the Roman emperors initiated agrarian reforms in 
order to increase the amount of cultivated land and thus increase tax revenues. 
One of the means of achieving this goal was to transfer to private ownership 
deserted lands (agri deserti) that belonged to the throne (res privata) or to 
the public (ager publicus).55 Often it was not ownership that was offered, but 
emphyteutic leases, that is, mostly on a long-term basis. The deserted lands 
were not always completely deserted, and the authorities tried to compel own-
ers to cultivate the lands, in order to improve the soil, by imposing taxes or 
threatening to lease them.56 Although the taxes on grazing lands were lower 
than those on cultivated farmland, the growing markets, both local and global, 
for wine and oil in the fifth and sixth centuries spurred many land owners and 
leasers to plant olive groves and vines on lands that had been abandoned and 
lay uncultivated (iugationes desertae), exploiting the encouragement provided 
by the agrarian legislation. Even land owners whose uncultivated soils had 
invasion in the West), see Z. Safrai, The Missing Century: Palestine in the Fifth Century: 
Growth and Decline (Leuven: Peeters, 1998): 98-99.
53    A. Cameron, The Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity (London: Routledge, 1993): 81-85, 
and I. Shatzman, “Economic Conditions, Security Problems and the Deployment of the 
Army in Later Roman Palestine. Part I, Economy and Population.” In The Late Roman 
Army in the Near East from Diocletian to the Arab Conquest, bar International Series 1717, 
ed. A. Levin and P. Pellegrini (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2007): 187.
54    For the gradual changes in the conception of rural society in the late antique Levant dur-
ing the last decades and for the contribution of archaeological research to this change, 
see C. Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean, 400-800 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005): 446-447.
55    Hirschfeld, “The Expansion of Rural Settlements”: 533-534.
56    C. Grey, “Revisiting the ‘Problem’ of agri deserti in the Late Roman Empire.” Journal of 
Roman Archaeology 20 (2007): 371.
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been confiscated preferred to pay the taxes so they could retake their lands in 
order to benefit from the growing demand for oil and wine.57
The construction of monasteries may have served as an efficient and con-
venient way to cultivate deserted agricultural land in close proximity to vil-
lages. Exploiting deserted lands by constructing monastic settlements was also 
common in northwestern Syria. Because of the agrarian reforms, significant 
growth ensued in arable lands owned by free farmers in villages throughout 
the eastern Mediterranean basin. Although farmers now had to pay more taxes 
on the lands they owned, they eventually produced more, and their income 
grew. The demographic growth in rural areas provided new market demand. 
The tax policies of the imperial government and the rhetoric of holiness sur-
rounding monasteries left the monks and the villages that hosted them a par-
ticular opening, a way to assume control of and profit from marginal land.
 Conclusions
In one of his homilies, Isaac of Antioch speaks to his fellow monks using the 
words of God to Elijah—“I have commanded the ravens to feed thee there” 
(1 Kings 17: 4)—and adding a call of his own, “Leave the ploughs!”58 Isaac was 
referring to the labor with which the monks were preoccupied instead of rely-
ing on heaven-sent provisions. Isaac was highly critical of rural monks who 
actually worked the land, built houses, and occupied themselves with mun-
dane secular activities such as commerce.59
The same criticism can be found in the works of celebrated monastic figures 
such as Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Alexander Akoymetes, and Rabbula of Edessa.60 
Theodoret praises the presence of a multitude of monasteries throughout the 
Levant in his day, but in the same anecdote he states that the monks must stay 
in their cells and eat what God provides.61 Alexander Akoymetes argues that 
57    Wickham, “Framing the Early Middle Ages”: 446-447.
58    Homiliae S. Isacci Syri Antiocheni i, ed. P. Bedjan (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1903): 24.
59    D. Caner, Wandering, Begging Monks: Spiritual Authority and the Promotion of Monasticism 
in Late Antiquity (Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 2002): 1-13.
60    For a detailed survey on the attitude of the Syrian fathers toward coenobitic monasticism, 
see Vööbus, “Asceticism.” Vol. 2: 144-158.
61    Theodoretus, Religiosa historia, xxx, 5 (Patrologia Graeca 82: 1493).
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monks are not allowed to work at all,62 and Rabbula says, in his canons, that 
the monks must rely on the clergy and the lay community for their livelihood.63
The hagiographic literature draws the image of the monk as a holy man, as 
both an anchorite and a village dweller. It seems from this literature that the 
terminologies are synonymous: every monk is a holy man, and every holy man 
is a monk. But the first part of this equation needs to be treated with caution. 
The critical attitude of the above-cited Syrian fathers can illuminate the char-
acter of domestic monasticism, and especially rural monasticism, as opposed 
to the ideal concept of the “holy man.” The close proximity and economic and 
social connections among a vast number of monasteries and villages in the 
late antique Levant places remarks of renowned Syrian Fathers in a different 
light, as this paper has repeatedly demonstrated. Those eminent figures were 
apparently fighting a losing battle against a phenomenon that has been dealt 
with at length in this paper, namely that, despite the perception of upper ech-
elons in the church and Eastern Christianity that cast aside laboring monks 
and saw them as transgressing the norm, the latter were indeed busy working 
and establishing themselves in the earthly and daily life of their rural society.
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